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ceremonies from the early formation of Shi ‘ism up to the Safavid era,
demonstrating how these practices evolved from a limited set of devotional acts
) into mechanisms for shaping collective identity, social cohesion, historical
Received: memory, and ultimately political legitimacy. The main objective of the research
YoYooi Ao Y is to provide a multilayered understanding of Shi ‘i rituals and to analyze the
processes that transformed their content, form, and functions from the earliest
periods to the Safavid age. Using a historical-analytical method and drawing on
YeYoav-1¢ primary historical sources, reports of classical Muslim historians, and modern
scholarly studies, the research explains the social and political contexts that
conditioned these transformations. The findings show that Shi ‘i rituals initially
served primarily as identity-forming and memory-preserving practices, but in
the medieval periods they became instruments of social solidarity and symbolic
resistance, and by the Safavid era—when Shi ‘ism became the official
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Introduction

A review of the social history of Islam shows that no intellectual or religious movement has endured
without possessing a set of rituals and ceremonies. Unlike doctrinal teachings, which mostly belong to the
realm of theoretical discourse, rituals create a collective, tangible, and repeatable experience that plays a
decisive role in the formation of group identity and social cohesion. From its earliest stages of formation,
Shi ‘ism emerged in an environment filled with political tensions, conflicts over the caliphate, and
theological disputes. In such circumstances, it required mechanisms capable of preserving the bonds
among the followers of the Ahl al Bayt, transmitting the memory of martyrdom and oppression, and
sustaining a small yet cohesive community. Rituals became the earliest and most effective instruments in
this process.

In the earliest periods, practices such as commemoratinghthe martyrdomnof Imamh‘ Ali, mourningy
for Imam Husain, visiting the graves of the Imams, and holding gatherings to recount the virtues of the
Ahl al Bayt existed primarily in simple and informal forms. These gatherings were often held in private
houses or limited spaces rather than within organized institutional structures. Nevertheless, even these
modest rituals played a crucial role in reproducing historical memory and establishing boundaries of
identity. Narratives describing the first mourning ceremonies held by the women of the Banu Hashim
after the tragedy of Karbala indicate that mourning was not merely an expression of grief but also a
reconstruction of a particular interpretation of history—one that stood in opposition to the official
narrative promoted by the Umayyad caliphate.

In later periods, as the Shi‘i population expanded in cities such as Kufa, Baghdad, Qom, Rayy, and
later across Iran, rituals gradually developed more complex forms and increasingly entered the public
sphere. During this stage, rituals acquired new functions, including organizing Shi‘i neighborhoods,
forming networks of social support, and even serving as symbolic instruments of protest. A prominent
example is theepublic commemorationtof ‘Ashura during the Buyid period, when mourning rituals were
officially organized on a wide scale. These ceremonies not only strengthened the historical memory of
Shi‘i communities but also became a direct symbolic challenge to the legitimacy of the Abbasid caliphate.

The culmination of these developments occurred during the Safavid era. With the establishment of
Twelver Shi‘ism as the official religion of Iran, rituals were elevated from popular practices to
instruments of state policy. The Safavid state sought not only to rely on religious scholars and institutions
but also to institutionalize and actively promote ritual practices in order to consolidate Shi‘i identity
within society. Commemorations such as ‘Ashura, Arba‘in, the fifteenth of Sha‘ban, the first of Rajab,
and the fifteenth of Ramadan became important mechanisms for identity formation and social cohesion,
strengthening the foundations of the Shi‘i state.

This study seeks, through reliance on primary historical sources and analysis of historical
processes, to demonstrate how Shi‘i rituals acquired such significance and what conditions enabled these
practices—over the course of more than eight centuries—to transform from limited and informal
gatherings into fundamental elements of the political and social identity of the Shi‘i world.

Research Problem and Main Questions

The study of religious rituals in the history of Shi ‘ism is not merely a descriptive inquiry into the
formation of religious customs and practices; rather, it raises a fundamental question regarding the role
these rituals have played in the processes of identity formation, social organization, and political
development withinhShi‘i communities. From a historical perspective, Shi ‘i rituals cannot simply be
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understood as forms of individual devotional practice or private family gatherings. Historical evidence
indicates that from their earliest stages, these rituals carried meanings and functions that extended beyond
the purely devotional realm and played significant roles in reproducing collective memory, structuring
social relations, and, in certain periods, legitimizing political authority (Tabari, YYve: YYY_YYo,
Massoudi, YYAY: ¢o._toY),

The central question of this research emerges from this observation: why and how did Shi‘i rituals
acquire social and political functions over time, and under what conditions were these functions
transformed, reinforced, or maintained?

In order to address this overarching question, several subsidiary issues must be examined.

First, what were the initial origins of Shi ‘i rituals,mand through[what mechanisms was the memory
of tragedy—yparticularly the event of Karbala—transmitted? Early historical sources provide valuable
insights into the form and scope of these rituals during the first centuries of Islam—Tabari’s account of the
early gatherings of mourners following the tragedy of Karbala offers a vivid depiction of the fundamental
components of these commemorations and illustrates the emergence of a collective method of
remembering the catastrophe (Tabari, YYVYe: YYe_¥YY), In addition to Tabari, reports found in works such
as those of Massoudi and Shaykh Mufid indicate that these rituals continued within families and local
communities until at least the third century AH, gradually acquiring more defined symbolic and narrative
structures (Massoudi, YYAY: £2); Shaykh Mufid, Y€ YY AH: YVE_YVA),

Second, what factors contributed to the transition of these rituals from limited familial and local
gatherings into broader public and institutional practices? Historical evidence suggests that the
involvement of Shi ‘i political groups, the support of certain local elites, the expansion of urban centers,
and the growth of communication networks all contributed to the increasing visibility and publicization of
these rituals. Reports from the Buyid period provide the first clear signs of governmental organization of
ritual practices and their use as instruments of political legitimacy (Ibn al Athir, Y¥4Y AH: YAA_Y4¢e: |hn
al Tigtaga, YY1 +: YYAYYE), This transition represents an important socio political process in which
rituals evolved from cultural expressions into political tools.

Third, what are the nature and dimensions of the political functions of rituals? The role of rituals in
legitimizing both local and central political authorities, establishing symbolic boundaries against
ideological rivals, and mobilizing the masses in support of emerging political orders are among the key
aspects that must be analyzed. Historical reports from Marchand and other Safavid-era sources indicate
that the Safavid state deliberately institutionalized and encouraged mourning rituals in order to establish
Shi‘i identity as a central cultural and political pillar of society (Marchand, YYA+: YAe_Y4o; Mastoid,
VYYD £).—£17), Yet an important question remains: how did this process of institutionalization affect the
meaning of rituals themselves? Did rituals merely become instruments crafted by political power, or did
new meanings and interpretations emerge within the dynamic interaction between society and the state?

Fourth, what internal social and cultural factors—such as the rise of local religious scholars, the
development of pilgrimage networks,r the transmission of Shi‘i narratives, and the emergence of
performative arts and symbolic practices—and what external factors—such as competition with Sunni
political structures, political pressures, economic changes, and interactions with Iranian local cultures—
contributed to the transformation of Shi‘i rituals? Historicalosource analysisssuggests that both internal
and external factors interacted in complex ways. On the one hand, networks of narration and pilgrimage
helped stabilize ritual symbols and practices (Isfahani, YYAY: Yo_AA: Shaykh Mufid, Y£ 'Y AH: YA.—
YAA). On the other hand, the policies of both local and imperial governments sometimes reinforced and at

other times reshaped these rituals (Ibn al Athir, Y¥4Y AH: Y4.-Y4Y; Marchand, YYA+: Y3.-Y4V; Biruni,
IFRY: ey,
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Finally, how can the persistence of certain rituals be explained, and why did others fade or
disappear? The durability of rituals must be analyzed in relation to their social functions, symbolic
flexibility, capacity for adaptation to new contexts, and the support or opposition of political authorities.
For example, the commemorations of ‘Ashura endured and expanded largely because it combined
powerful symbolic elements, multipleenarrativediraditions, and a strong capacity to unite diverse Shi ‘i
groups within a shared emotional and ideological framework (Massoudi, YYAY: ¢e3_£%¢: Tabari, V£«
AH: Y& _YEA),

Ultimately, the research problem focuses on understanding a complex historical and social process:
howzShi ‘i rituals evolved from localized and familial experiences into mechanisms capable of shaping
collective identity, stabilizing social order, and acquiring significant roles within political structures.
Addressing this question requires a careful reexamination of primary historical sources, the integration of
historical evidence with theoretical analysis, and attention to both continuity and change across the

historical periods under investigation (Tabari, YYVe: YYe_Ye.: Massoudi, YYAY: ¢o.—¢V+: Ibn al Athir,
VYAV AH: YAo_£4 1),

Methodology

This research adopts a historical-analytical approach in order to examine the evolution of Shi‘i rituals and’
their social and political functions from the early centuries of Islam to the Safavid period. The study relies
primarily on the analysis of historical texts and classical chronicles, complemented by the interpretation
of social processes reflected in these sources. Rather than merely describing the rituals themselves, the
research seeks to understand the contexts in which they emerged, the mechanisms through which they
were transmitted and institutionalized, and the broader social and political implications they acquired over
time.

The primary data of the study are derived from classical historical sources, including works by
historians such as al-Tabari, al-Massoudi, Ibn al-Athir, Marchand, Khwandamir, and other medieval
chroniclers whose writings contain detailed reports about religious ceremonies, social practices, and
political developments in different Islamic societies. These sources provide valuable insights into how
rituals such as mourning ceremonies for Imam Husain, commemorations of the Ahl al-Bayt, and
pilgrimage practices were described and interpreted within their historical contexts.

In analyzing these materials, the study employs a combination of textual analysis and comparative
historical examination. First, the relevant passages from historical sources are carefully reviewed in order
to identify references to Shi ‘i rituals and their performance in different periods and regions. Second,
these reports are compared across multiple sources to determine patterns of continuity and change.
Through this comparative method, it becomes possible to trace the gradual transformation of ritual
practices from localized and informal gatherings into institutionalized ceremonies that played significant
roles in shaping collective identity.

Another important dimension of the methodology is the contextual interpretation of historical
evidence. Rituals are not examined as isolated religious practices but rather as elements embedded within
broader social and political structures. Therefore, the study considers factors such as urban development,
the rise of regional dynasties, sectarian competition, and the emergence of Shi ‘i scholarly networks in
order to explain the expansion and transformation of ritual practices. By situating rituals within these
broader historical processes, the research seeks to demonstrate how religious ceremonies became
intertwined with questions of legitimacy, authority, and communal organization.

The temporal scope of the study extends from the first centuries of Islam—particularly the
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aftermath of the tragedy of Karbala in 1Y AH—through the medieval Islamic period and into the Safavid
era in the sixteenth century. This long chronological perspective allows for a clearer understanding of
both the continuity of certain ritual traditions and the major transformations that occurred as Shi ‘i
communities gained greater political and social influence.

Finally, the research integrates insights from the sociology of religion and historical anthropology
in order to interpret the symbolic and social dimensions of ritual practices. Concepts such as collective
memory, symbolic representation, and identity formation are employed as analytical tools for
understanding how rituals functioned within Shi ‘i communities. These theoretical perspectives help
illuminate the ways in which ceremonies like the commemoration of ‘Ashura operated not only as
religious observances but also as mechanisms for transmitting historical narratives, strengthening
communal solidarity, and expressing political meanings.

Literature Review

The historical study of Shi ‘i rituals has attracted increasing scholarly attention in recent decades.
Researchers from different disciplines—including history, religious studies, anthropology, and
sociology—have examined various aspects of Shi ‘i ceremonial practices and their social implications.
However, many of these studies have focused either on the theological dimensions of rituals or on their
manifestations in specific historical periods, while fewer works have attempted to analyze their long-term
historical transformation from the early Islamic centuries to the Safavid period.

Among classical Islamic historians, references to Shi ‘i rituals appear primarily within broader
narratives of political and social history. Al-Tabari’s historical chronicle, for example, provides detailed
accounts of the events of Karbala and the reactions that followed in various Muslim communities.
Although Tabari does not present a systematic analysis of ritual practices, his descriptions offer valuable
evidence concerning the earliest forms of mourning and commemoration associated with the tragedy of
Imam Husain.

Similarly, the works of al-Massoudi contain important observations regarding the cultural and
social practices of different Islamic groups. Massoudi’s writings provide glimpses of the ways in which
the memory of Karbala was preserved through communal gatherings and narrative traditions. Later
historians such as Ibn al-Athir continued to record reports related to Shi‘i ceremonies, particularly in
connection with political developments and urban life in major centers such as Baghdad.

In addition to these early chronicles, later Persian historical works offer further insights into the
development of ritual culture within Shi ‘i societies. Historians such as Marchand and Khwandamir,
writing during the late medieval and early Safavid periods, recorded numerous accounts of religious
ceremonies, public commemorations, and the role of political authorities in promoting Shi ‘i rituals. Their
writings are particularly valuable for understanding how these practices became increasingly
institutionalized and publicly visible during periods of political transformation.

Modern scholarship has expanded upon these historical sources by analyzing Shi ‘i rituals within
broader theoretical frameworks. Scholars of religion and anthropology have emphasized the role of ritual
in the construction of collective identity and the transmission of cultural memory. In studies of Shi ‘ism,
particular attention has been given to the commemorations of ‘Ashura and the symbolic significance of
the martyrdom of Imam Husain. These works highlight how ritual practices function not only as
expressions of religious devotion but also as powerful social mechanisms that reinforce shared narratives
and emotional bonds within communities.

Despite the growing body of scholarship on Shi ‘i rituals, certain gaps remain in the literature.
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Many studies concentrate on specific forms of ritual performance—such as passion plays, mourning
processions, or pilgrimage practices—without examining the broader historical processes through which
these practices emerged and evolved. Furthermore, some works emphasize either theological
interpretations or anthropological observations while giving less attention to the historical sources that
document the early development of these rituals.

The present research seeks to contribute to this field by integrating the analysis of primary
historical sources with theoretical perspectives on ritual and social change. By examining the evolution of
Shi ‘i rituals across multiple historical periods—from the early Islamic centuries through the Buyid and
Safavid eras—the study aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how these practices
developed, how. their meanings shifted over time, and how they became central components of Shi‘i
social and political life.

In order to analyze the historical transformation of Shi ‘i rituals, this study employs a theoretical
framework drawn primarily from the sociology of religion and the study of collective memory. These
approaches provide conceptual tools for understanding how religious ceremonies function within societies
and how they contribute to the formation and preservation of group identities.

One of the central concepts used in this study is collective memory, a term associated with the
sociological work of Maurice Halbwachs. According to this perspective, communities preserve and
transmit their understanding of the past through shared narratives, commemorations, and symbolic
practices. Rituals play a crucial role in this process because they provide recurring occasions in which
historical events are reinterpreted and emotionally experienced by new generations. In the context of Shi
‘ism, the commemoration of the tragedy of Karbala represents a particularly powerful example of
collective memory in action. Through mourning ceremonies, recitations, and symbolic reenactments, the
memory of Imam Husain’s martyrdom is continually renewed and integrated into the moral and political
worldview of the community.

Another relevant theoretical perspective concerns the role of ritual in the construction of social
solidarity. Classical sociological theories, particularly those associated with Emile Durkheim, emphasize
that rituals reinforce the sense of belonging among members of a community. By participating in shared
ceremonies, individuals experience a collective emotional atmosphere that strengthens social cohesion
and reaffirms common values. In Shi ‘i communities, rituals such as ‘Ashura gatherings, mourning
processions, and pilgrimage to the shrines of the Imams have historically served precisely this function,
bringing together individuals from diverse social backgrounds within a unified symbolic framework.

In addition to their social functions, rituals may also possess political dimensions. Scholars of
political anthropology have shown that ceremonial practices can serve as instruments for expressing
authority, legitimizing political structures, and mobilizing collective support. In the history of Shi‘ism,
these political aspects became particularly visible during periods when Shi‘i dynasties or political
movements sought to reinforce their legitimacy by promoting ritual practices associated with the Ahl
al-Bayt. The public commemoration of ‘Ashura during the Buyid period and the extensive
institutionalization of Shi‘i ceremonies during the Safavid era illustrate how religious rituals could be
integrated into broader strategies of political representation and governance.

Another concept relevant to this research is symbolic representation. Rituals often rely on symbols,
narratives, and performative acts that convey complex meanings in condensed forms. In Shi‘i ritual
culture, symbols such as mourning garments, processions, elegiac poetry, and the imagery associated with
Karbala function as powerful vehicles of meaning. These symbols allow historical events to be
transformed into shared cultural experiences that transcend the boundaries of time and place.

By combining these theoretical perspectives—collective memory, social solidarity, political
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symbolism, and ritual representation—the present study seeks to provide a comprehensive analytical
framework for understanding the historical evolution of Shi i rituals. Rather than treating rituals merely
as expressions of piety, this framework highlights their role as dynamic social practices that shape
communal identity, transmit historical narratives, and interact with broader political and cultural
structures.

Aryl Shi ‘i Rituals and the Origins of Mourning Practices

The earliest roots of Shi ‘i ritual practices can be traced to the decades following the death of the Prophet
Muhammad and the political conflicts that emerged regarding leadership of the Muslim community. For
the followers of the Ahl al-Bayt, historical memory quickly became intertwined with experiences of
political marginalization and injustice. Within this context, rituals gradually developed as mechanisms
through which collective memory could be preserved and transmitted.

The tragedy of Karbala in 1Y AH ("A+ CE) constituted the most decisive turning point in this
process. The martyrdom of Imam Husain and his companions not only created a profound emotional
impact within the Muslim community but also provided the symbolic foundation upon which later Shi ‘i
ritual traditions were constructed. Early historical sources describe how members of the Prophet’s family
and their supporters mourned the victims of Karbala and held gatherings to recount the events of the
battle. These initial commemorations were typically intimate and informal, often occurring within private
homes or small community circles.

In the first centuries of Islam, mourning gatherings gradually developed recognizable elements that
later became central components of Shi ‘i ritual culture. Recitations describing the events of Karbala,
expressions of grief and lamentation, and the retelling of the virtues and sufferings of the Ahl al-Bayt
served to strengthen the emotional connection between the community and the historical narrative of
martyrdom. Through these practices, the tragedy of Karbala was transformed from a historical event into
a living memory continuously renewed through ritual performance.

Pilgrimage also played an important role in the formation of early Shi‘i ritual traditions. Visits to
the shrines of the Imams, particularly the shrine of Imam Husain in Karbala, gradually became acts of
devotion through which believers reaffirmed their loyalty to the Ahl al-Bayt. Over time, pilgrimage
rituals acquired symbolic meanings associated with resistance to injustice, remembrance of martyrdom,
and spiritual solidarity with the Imam.

Although these practices were initially limited in scale, they contributed significantly to the
formation of a distinct Shi‘i identity. Through mourning ceremonies, narrative traditions, and pilgrimage
practices, Shi‘i communities preserved a particular interpretation of early Islamic history that emphasized
loyalty to the family of the Prophet and condemnation of injustice. In this way, rituals became both
vehicles of memory and expressions of communal solidarity.

Development of Rituals from the Buyid Period to the Safavid Era

A major transformation in the history of Shi‘i rituals occurred during the Buyid period in the tenth
century. The Buyids, a Shi‘i dynasty that gained control of large parts of Iran and Iraq, introduced new
opportunities for the public expression of Shi‘i identity. Historical sources report that during their rule,
public mourning ceremonies for the day of ‘Ashura were organized in cities such as Baghdad. Markets
were closed, people dressed in black, and public gatherings were held to commemorate the martyrdom of
Imam Husayn.

These developments marked a significant shift from the earlier private and localized nature of Shi‘i
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rituals. Under Buyid patronage, mourning ceremonies became public events that involved large segments
of urban society. This publicization not only strengthened communal solidarity but also served as a
symbolic challenge to rival political and religious authorities.

During the subsequent centuries, Shi‘i rituals continued to evolve and expand across different
regions of the Islamic world. Urban growth, the development of trade routes, and the increasing influence
of Shi‘i scholars all contributed to the spread of ritual practices. Ceremonies commemorating the
tragedies of the Ahl al-Bayt became important features of religious life in many communities, and new
forms of ritual expression gradually emerged.

The most significant transformation occurred during the Safavid period in the sixteenth century,
when Twelver Shi‘ism was established as the official religion of the Iranian state. Safavid rulers
recognized the powerful role that rituals could play in shaping social cohesion and political legitimacy.
As a result, they actively promoted the institutionalization of Shi‘i ceremonies across their territories.

During this period, mourning rituals associated with the month of Muharram became highly
organized and widely attended. Public processions, dramatic reenactments of the events of Karbala, and
elaborate recitations of elegiac poetry were integrated into the ritual calendar. Religious scholars, poets,
and performers all contributed to the development of a rich ritual culture that combined devotional,
artistic, and social elements.

Safavid patronage also led to the construction of architectural spaces specifically designed for ritual
gatherings, such as husayniyyas and takiyyas. These spaces functioned as centers of communal
interaction where religious ceremonies, educational activities, and social gatherings could take place.
Through these institutional structures, Shi‘i rituals became firmly embedded in the everyday life of
society.

Discussion

The historical development of Shi‘i rituals demonstrates how religious practices can evolve in response to
changing social and political conditions. In their earliest forms, Shi‘i rituals functioned primarily as
mechanisms for preserving collective memory and expressing loyalty to the Ahl al-Bayt. However, as
Shi‘i communities expanded and interacted with broader political structures, these rituals gradually
acquired additional functions.

One of the most important of these functions was the creation and reinforcement of communal
identity. Through shared participation in rituals such as mourning ceremonies and pilgrimage, individuals
experienced a sense of belonging to a larger historical and spiritual community. This sense of solidarity
proved particularly important during periods in which Shi‘i groups faced political marginalization or
ideological competition.

Another significant dimension of ritual practices was their political symbolism. Public ceremonies
commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Husayn often carried implicit messages regarding justice,
resistance, and legitimate authority. In certain historical contexts, these messages could serve as forms of
social protest or as expressions of opposition to ruling powers.

At the same time, political authorities themselves sometimes recognized the mobilizing power of
rituals and sought to incorporate them into state structures. The Safavid dynasty provides a clear example
of this phenomenon. By institutionalizing Shi‘i rituals and integrating them into official religious policy,
the Safavids transformed these practices into instruments for consolidating political legitimacy and
fostering a unified religious identity within their territories.

Nevertheless, the relationship between ritual and political power was never entirely one-sided.
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While governments could promote and organize ceremonies, the meanings of rituals were continuously
shaped by the communities that participated in them. Local traditions, cultural influences, and popular
forms of expression all contributed to the ongoing reinterpretation of ritual practices.

Conclusion

The historical trajectory of Shi‘i rituals reveals a complex process of transformation extending across
many centuries of Islamic history. What began as small and intimate gatherings of mourning and
remembrance gradually developed into elaborate ceremonial traditions that played central roles in the
religious, social, and political life of Shi‘i communities.

The tragedy of Karbala provided the foundational narrative around which many of these rituals were
constructed. Through repeated commemorations, the memory of Imam Husayn’s martyrdom became a
defining element of Shi‘i identity and a powerful symbol of resistance against injustice. Ritual practices
ensured that this historical memory would remain vivid and meaningful across generations.

Over time, the functions of these rituals expanded beyond the preservation of memory. They became
mechanisms for social organization, expressions of communal solidarity, and in certain historical
contexts, instruments of political communication. The transition from private gatherings to public
ceremonies during the Buyid period and the large scale institutionalization of rituals under the Safavids
illustrate how changing political environments could significantly influence the form and significance of
religious practices.

Ultimately, the endurance of Shi‘i rituals can be attributed to their remarkable adaptability. By
combining emotional expression, symbolic representation, and communal participation, these rituals have
maintained their relevance across diverse historical contexts. They continue to serve as powerful means
through which communities interpret their past, articulate their values, and reaffirm their collective
identity.
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